We have all heard people talk (or write) about the art and science of medicine. Sometimes we mean that there's a certain art or craft to clinical medicine, the application of science to real people in real situations. Sometimes we are referring to the unpredictable human side of medicine, the relationships and rapport building essential to clinical and professional practice. Whether we refer to clinical judgment or communication skills, what we imply is that in science we "know" but in art we are "winging it." Definitions of science include words such as facts, principles, laws, truth, knowledge, and systematic, while definitions of art include creative skill, imagination, appreciation, and beauty. In Roze des Ordons et al. (this issue, 2016) we read that a misplaced and inappropriate word might leave a more lasting and painful scar than a surgeon's sloppy scalpel, or as they put it, "… unhelpful communication can cause iatrogenic suffering, with a lasting impact upon patients and families and residual uncertainty and emotional distress amongst trainees, [thus] difficult discussions should be considered as seriously as an invasive procedure." Our interactions with patients can have lasting and profound consequences so we should not be "winging it." We need to move the art and craft of communications to a higher level where principles and laws of human behaviour and complex interactions are systematically learned and skillfully applied.
There is much at stake here. Patient compliance, satisfaction with care, and even the outcomes of treatment 1 are associated with the communication patterns of physicians. Through several recent personal examples, I was made keenly aware of the importance of communication in the workplace for all professionals. One such example involved a student who casually reported an unflattering observation of a group of students which turned out to be untrue. We needed to have a frank but tense conversation about making inferences and then talking about them as if they were accurate perceptions of reality. In another example, having discovered a major scheduling issue, I asked my colleague to request that the speaker with whom he was communicating present on a different day. He was clearly unenthusiastic and expressed his reluctance and embarrassment to impose upon our guest. Nevertheless, I politely but firmly insisted he make the request knowing I was asking him to do something he would find very difficult (with really no other good option). In yet another situation, a friend encountered a colleague of his who has been disruptive in several committees causing dysfunction e2 and great discontent among other committee members. Since no one has yet spoken directly with this person about his behaviour, I encouraged my friend to consider being the one to address this with him. His deep sigh and facial expressions told me plenty. In situations such as these, both clinical and professional, given what is at stake, is it good enough that we are satisfied that we just "wing it?"
Interpersonal and communication skills, be they with patients, other health professionals, colleagues, or community agencies, can be learned, re-learned, and perfected. We must not let our personal ignorance of the field of communication science blind us to the vast amounts of rigorous and systematic knowledge to be found in these disciplines. 2016) evaluated the feasibility and benefits of an 8-week peer-led mindfulness meditation program (MMP). Though compliance was suboptimal, the MMP decreased levels of stress and enhanced mindfulness, self-compassion and altruism from baseline to post-study. Implementation at other sites may be a challenge as it remains to be seen how much emphasis medical schools will place on the mental health and general well-being of their students.
Lindsay et al. (2016) reported on differences between physicians who do and those who do not frequently participate in continuing professional development (CPD). Not surprisingly, non-attenders indicated less satisfaction with present opportunities and requested development in newer approaches. The authors concluded that while there are high levels of satisfaction with current CPD, a substantial number of physicians wanted new options such as personal study and on-line resources. It remains to be seen if new approaches to CPD will change nonattenders to participants.
Roy et al., working at the University of Manitoba, investigated whether the pre-medical Grade Point Average (GPA), Medical College Admission Test (MCAT), internal examinations and National Board of Medical Examiners (NBME) scores were correlated with and predict the Medical Council of Canada Qualifying Examination Part I (MCCQE-1) scores. Analyzing data from almost 400 students, they found that the MCCQE-1 had a moderate-to-large positive correlation with NBME scores and internal examination scores but a low correlation with GPA and MCAT scores. Stepwise regression analysis showed that 59.2% of the variation in the MCCQE-1 was accounted for by the NBME, but only negligible variation came from the GPA and the MCAT. 2016), using Rasch Measurement Theory, compared the interpretation difficulty of normal versus abnormal radiographs of a set of common pediatric radiographs and were also able to identify case features that were associated with item difficulty. While abnormal images were in fact more difficult to interpret, normal images were not uniformly easy. They concluded that including a sizable proportion of normal cases may be of benefit to learners. Lougheed (2016) asked and then answered this provocative question: "Is this clinical exam (MCCQE Part II) truly protecting Canadian patients by assuring them that 'that their doctors, wherever they are in Canada and whatever their medical specialty, meet the same demanding, consistent standards,' 4 or is it an outdated requirement, a historical artifact?" You may be able to answer this question but you may enjoy reading the response from the Medical Council of Canada even more.
